Based on findings from the project 'Socio-graphic mapping of the Roma Communities in Romania for a community-level monitoring of changes with regard to Roma integration', the article analyses the role of school mediators in influencing school practices for the reduction of the inequalities Roma students face within the education system. This study investigates the school mediators' perception of causes and solutions for the difficulties Roma students face within the education system, while keeping in mind the current legislation and the public discourse on Roma. In order to gain a comprehensive understanding, we also investigate school mediators' perception towards their work, as well as the manner they evaluate collaboration with colleagues, Roma families and other local stakeholders. Our findings illustrate that the school mediator carries out a multitude of tasks sometimes only partly related to the field of school mediation. At the same time, school mediators engage in a type of public discourse with regard to Roma which highlights individual responsibility and merits as solutions in order to overcome disadvantage. With regard to work satisfaction, although school mediators are poorly trained and they deal with a difficult and high amount of work, they report being highly satisfied with some aspects of their work.
Introduction

Understanding Roma educational attainment
According to the 2011 Population and Housing Census, 3.2% of the Romanian population identify as Roma ethnics. Considering that ethnicity is selfdeclared and that 0.3% of the total population refused to declare their ethnic belonging, it is suggested to interpret these data cautiously (Duminică et al. 2013 ). Because of the stigma associated with Roma ethnicity, it is possible that some the 0.3% who did not register their ethnicity are Roma ethnics or that some Roma identified themselves with another ethnic belonging.
In terms of education, across Europe, Roma children have encountered difficulties in access to education, due to a variety of factors, including structurally determined opportunities, as well as locally based interactions or processes influencing Roma access to education. Historically, in Romania, during the communist period, a high proportion of Roma children and youth were enrolled in special schools or, if accepted in the mainstream education system, they were often denied proper education through discriminatory of Romanian Roma adolescents aged 16 have never attended school, compared to 44% in Greece, but also to 3% in Hungary and 1% in Slovakia.
Although the Romanian legislative framework, while struggling to align to European legislation, has started a reform in what concerns the education system, insufficient progress has been made, due to the lack of clarity within this framework (Vincze and Harbula 2011) . In this respect, only a small percentage of Roma graduate higher education, while one of the reasons the number of Roma graduates has increased since 1993 is the existence of reserved places for Roma students in universities (European Commission 2010) . Similar results are collected in a study conducted in 2012, which shows that only 17.1% of Romanian Roma youth are high school or university graduates, compared to 60% in the non-Roma population. However, some improvements are visible if we compare the percentage of Roma youth who graduated high school in 1989 as compared to 2012, where the percentage has doubled (Duminică et al. 2013 ).
The participation of Roma children and youth in education is determined by a series of factors, among which we mention school characteristics such as physical distance between the areas where the Roma live and the public schools, overpopulated schools and investments made in schools (Duminică and Preda 2003) , Roma families' financial resources, teachers' characteristics, their studies and experience (Fleck and Rughiniş 2008) . Nevertheless, other reasons are discrimination and segregation in schools or classrooms (Vincze and Hossu 2014) . Fleck and Rughiniş (2008) assert that school segregation affects the quality of education and also the experiences of children and is to be considered as one of the important causes of the low educational attainment in the case of Roma ethnics.
Theoretical framework
A brief history of school mediation in Romania
The concept of school mediation and the position of school mediator were first introduced in Romania after the year 1990. Romani Criss, a Roma- where Roma children make up more than 15% of all the children enrolled. As far as results are concerned, in terms of employment, the Romanian Government mentions 600 school mediators as an outcome for the year 2016, whereas by the year 2020, 1680 school mediators would be employed.
School mediation is one of the important measures developed to provide support for Roma students. Unfortunately, there is scarce information about the impact of this measure, and the work of school mediators is described within a vague legislative framework. In our paper, we are interested in understanding school mediators' perception about their work, as well as the causes and solutions of the difficulties Roma students face within the education system, as perceived by the mediators. At the same time, we investigate and discuss whether the manner school mediators understand and perform their work provides a comprehensive framework in which they can influence school practices and eventually reduce the inequalities faced by Roma students within the education system.
A framework for studying educational inequalities
Numerous authors draw attention to the fact that discussions on class distinctions and structural inequality have been largely replaced in the last decades by a discourse highlighting individual responsibility to overcome disadvantage, relying primarily on personal qualities rather than on state intervention (Gillies 2005) . Social exclusion theory has added another stigma, by focusing on the qualities the excluded individuals lack in order to become 'responsible risk takers' (Gillies 2005, 837) in a meritocratic society. From this perspective, current debates on inequality have succeeded to shift focus from the structural causes of inequality and the processes that naturalise inequalities to an individualised explanation of inequality and risk (Giddens 1998; Savage 2000) . In addition, particular attention is given to translate social rights into a form of individualised citizenship, while equating prosperity with merit and poverty with not taking advantage of state-created opportunities (Gillies 2005; Rose 1999 ).
Bourdieu's theory has been influential in showing how inequalities are transmitted and eventually explained within an educational system that values differently the cultural capital of students in relation to class (1977) .
With regard to our study, it is important to stress that the Bourdieuian framework views the education system as one of the main channels that enables the social reproduction of inequalities. It is based on the fact that possession of cultural capital and familiarity with the dominant norms within a society allow for upper and middle class students to become successful at school, whereas lower class students are disadvantaged in this competition (Sullivan 2002) . From this perspective, differences are generally legitimated by referring to a meritocratic educational system, minimizing the role of social structure in perpetuating class inequalities. Moi (1991) suggests that the major critique of Bourdieu's social theory is that he undertheorized dimensions such as gender and race in favour of class. This point of view is embraced by the great majority of feminist sociologists dealing with the work of Bourdieu (Adkins 2004; Einspahr 2010; Lovell 2000; McLeod 2005; McNay 1999; Skeggs 1997) . At the same time, Moi credits Bourdieu for developing a 'microtheory of social power' (Moi 1991 (Moi , 1019 ) that allows the researcher to analyse the apparently insignificant details of everyday life in the light of the social power analysis.
Beside the focus on personal responsibility to overcome disadvantage, the meritocracy hypothesis has been employed in multiple ways in order to legitimate differences in educational attainment level. Hurn (1993, 45) argues that in a meritocratic society 'ability and effort count for more than privilege and inherited status' and society provides individuals with all needed opportunities for success. According to Kennedy and Power (2010) , in a meritocratic society success and failure depend solely on the individuals and their merits in terms of innate talent, hard work and 'being the right kind of (middle class) self' (Gillies 2005, 837) . Bowles and Herbert (2002) go further to assert that the education system eventually legitimates inequality by setting the stage so that unequal economic positions are assigned based on a meritocratic system failing to incorporate concepts such as fairness and justice. The same authors argue that educational inequalities are legitimated using two mechanisms: feelings of inevitability with regard to one's position Social Change Review ▪ Winter 2016 ▪ Vol. 14(2): 149-176 and role within the society, and moral desirability, described as 'everyone gets what they deserve' (Bowles and Herbert 2002, 104) . In a capitalist society, such hierarchies are put in place by ideologies and policies meant to meet the needs of a neo-liberal welfare agenda. Through this discourse, the state serves the interests of the privileged, while inequalities are reproduced, hardly allowing upwards social mobility.
The investigation of the social reproduction of inequality and difference in education raises numerous questions about the role of the school, particularly teachers, the role of the parents, and not least the role of educational policies. Based on European data comparing the level of educational attainment of students in different countries, Van Zanten (2005) concludes that despite various interventions aimed at reducing differences in education, inequalities continue to be transposed upwards. Furthermore, differences in the level of educational attainment have actually widened, as lower students have become even more disadvantaged in matters of access and results in the education system, while the privileged categories continue to score highest in assessment test. The same author discusses the existence of new and continuously changing contexts where the reproduction of inequalities occurs. For instance, globalisation creates a new market where specific opportunities and constraints are transformed into reproduction strategies which serve the interest of the upper classes. The author argues that lower classes are disadvantaged because they are more likely to be disconnected from globalisation and thus they are provided with fewer opportunities in education and further on in the labour market. Van Zanten (2005) also poignantly discusses the workings of education policies, which sometimes facilitate segregation themselves through incorporating discriminatory forms of student selection and then explaining away ethnic or class-based selection, as well as self-selection, as matters of meritocracy rather than facets of discrimination.
As Gillies (2005) notes, individuals are empowered to become responsible risk takers and to achieve success according to their own "giftedness" (Bourdieu 1977) or otherwise they will exclude themselves from society's opportunities. Drawing on the framework introduced by Bourdieu (1977) we will illustrate how educational inequalities are hardly addressed by the educational policy aimed at the Roma. Even more, these educational policies create the stage for the reproduction of various strategies that put the Roma in an inferior position and legitimate differences as being the result of (lack of) individual effort rather than the outcome of structural inequality.
Aim of the study
Considering the theoretical framework presented above, our research will illustrate the role of school mediators in influencing school practices for the reduction of the inequalities Roma students face within the Romanian education system. We argue that although the school mediators identify a series of structural problems at local level and beyond with regard to the school attendance of Roma children, they eventually internalize a type of common public discourse towards the Roma, which places the responsibility for school integration of Roma children solely on Roma parents/families, leaving aside the structural causes of educational inequalities. This is in part due to them having limited instruments at their disposal, in terms of abilities and role in school decision-making processes as relevant stakeholders.
In order to substantiate this general argument, we address several specific aspects:
O1. Firstly, we offer a general description of the school mediator's condition, taking in consideration their work activities, work experience and several demographic variables.
O2. Secondly, we are interested in the school mediators' perception of causes and solutions for reducing education inequalities. In this regard, we expect that school mediators view Roma families as responsible for not providing their children with the support they need in school.
O3. Finally, our present research focuses on investigating school mediators' satisfaction with their work, having in mind the level of cooperation with teachers and other local and regional resources (e.g. county school inspectorates), and also the legislative and administrative difficulties of bringing this profession under regulation.
Sample and method
The present analysis relies on the database of the Socio-graphic mapping of the Roma Communities in Romania project. The aim of the project was to elaborate sociological descriptions of 50 localities with more than 30.000 inhabitants and 25 community studies. In order to meet the project's objective, specific and relevant research tools were developed. Besides the data regarding the social and economic situation of Roma population at the local level, the project also collected quantitative data regarding the situation of social workers, health mediators and school mediators in the Roma communities. Along these lines, one of the project's secondary objectives was to offer an in-depth understanding of school mediators' condition in Romania. A mail survey was conducted at the end of 2015 and the beginning of 2016. The population interviewed consisted of 489 school mediators and Romani language teachers from all over the country. They were contacted with the help of the regional school inspectors on Roma issues. Although respondents were allowed a reasonable amount of time (one month) to fill out the questionnaire, the response rate was moderate -very common for this type of survey -, about 47%, out of which 171 were school mediators. The topics covered in the questionnaire include different aspects about children from the Roma communities in the localities where they work (e.g. number of children attending preschool and school, number of dropouts, information about the main school problems they encounter, etc.), the role of the school mediator in the educational system (e.g. how they perceive their work, problems and solutions they identify with regards to Roma children school drop-outs) and different aspects of their work (e.g. activities, institutional relations, work satisfaction). Nonetheless, some socio-demographic variables were also measured in the questionnaire, among them age, gender, education.
For the purpose of this study, several statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS. In order to map a general description of the school mediator's condition we used descriptive statistics. Furthermore, we tested the significance of the relationships between different variables using the chisquare test of independence and we analysed contingency tables in order to describe how variables introduced in the model relate to each other. The way in which variables used in the analyses were measured within the questionnaire will be presented in the next section. The majority of school mediators report that their main work activity is to monitor the participation of Roma children in school. Only a small proportion report conducting activities in the field of raising awareness and developing interventions with regard to the situation of children who have never been enrolled in school or promoting ethnic and cultural diversity through specific programs. This is an important finding, given that the current legislation describing the responsibilities of school mediators' states that they are involved in promoting multicultural values so as to create an (ethnically) inclusive educational environment. Furthermore, when asked whether they organise or take part in organising support programs for improving the academic performance in the case of Roma children, it appears only a small share of school mediators are engaged in such activities. In fact, these types of activities are listed as the most infrequent, surpassed by a wide range of activities such as collecting data on several domains related to school participation of Roma children, but also organising extracurricular activities.
Analysis and results
O1. A description of school mediators
Our findings illustrate that a great part of the activities developed by the school mediators are in the field of data collection and monitoring, but it is also important to highlight that the activities they report as performing most frequently are home visits in the Roma settlements assigned to their schools. 
O2. School mediators' perception of the causes of education inequalities and solutions for reducing these
Poverty, understood as lack of material and financial resources, is identified by 85% of our respondents as the main cause for school absenteeism in the We argue that we can make sense of these findings using two directions.
First, the public discourse on Roma is so much centred on the lack of education and on poverty as a result of not pursuing the opportunity for education that it has become almost impossible to dissociate Roma ethnicity from poverty, in the sense of poverty created by not participating in education and further on the labour market (Pop 2012) . In addition, the legislative framework stressing the importance of social inclusion builds on the same arguments, of providing opportunities which the excluded should use, while very little attention is given to structural inequalities which create and perpetuate unequal access to these opportunities. From our findings, such opportunities are counselling the family so they understand the importance of education and bringing parents closer to schools. Although this might improve Roma children's educational attainment and it cannot be contested as a necessary activity in the work of a school mediator, our question is whether these types of activities alone have the power to influence upward mobility and eventually replace structural forms of advantage in the field of education. Yet, the school mediator operates within a public and legislative discourse towards the Roma which acknowledges the existence of disadvantage in the form of poverty and exclusion, but the interventions they are expected to perform aim at empowering the excluded individuals to address these problems as a form of personal responsibility within the society. Other causes of school absenteeism in the case of Roma children mentioned by school mediators within an open-ended question section are:
parents' lack of education (mentioned several times); early marriage (mentioned several times); medical reasons; alcohol consumption; parents' lack of interest toward school (mentioned several times); migration; monoparental families; parents not responsible with regard to education; low confidence in education; lack of educational culture; parents' absence from home; parents' mentality; parents working abroad (mentioned several times); children left in the care of grandparents; segregation; traditions and customs. Advising students on the importance of graduating school 3citizens their social rights. Roma minority ethnics are expected to participate in education so as to create for themselves the means to change their disadvantageous position, by simply taking advantage of this opportunity offered by the state. This discourse is yet another channel of perpetuating inequalities, by blaming the impoverished Roma for their inferior social status, which puts them in a disadvantaged position and blocks their access to state-created opportunities. In addition, misconstruing child allowance as a state mechanism of investing in children's education that is wasted on the Roma might conceivably be understood as yet another way of blaming the undeserving Roma for misspending a significant chunk of the national budget (Vincze and Hossu 2014) .
Another solution identified by school mediators is providing jobs for students so that they have the necessary financial resources to attend school.
These findings stress that although labour at young ages is viewed as socially unacceptable, when it comes to Roma children it is not only acceptable, but viewed as a solution to overcome poverty, thus replacing state responsibility to provide universal access to education, independent of the social position of the individual. In addition, school mediators report that (informal) seasonal work is one of the causes of school absenteeism in the case of Roma children, but since students have no alternative for financial and material support, they recommend Roma adolescents to formally join the labour market. As illustrated in other studies (Pop and Roth 2015) , Roma minority ethnics are expected to work harder so they become the 'right kind of Roma', which can overcome disadvantage and can legitimate their merits and at the same time can perform as successful individuals within the society. As Gillies (2005) explains, this has become an important issue on the neo-liberal agenda, where hierarchies and inequalities are naturalised as deservedness rather than addressed in a social welfare approach that relies on the ideas of fairness and justice. Roma children drop out of school because, occasionally, they migrate to work abroad with their parents 2.31
Roma children drop out of school because they are involved in labour 2.25
Roma children drop out of school due to medical reasons 1.94
In general, Roma children live far from school 1.75
Non-Roma children's parents do not agree that their children study in the same school with the Roma children 1.56
There were situations at school when Roma children bullied the non-Roma children 1.45
There were situations at school where Roma children were humiliated by non-Roma children because of their ethnicity 1.33
Teachers do not like working with Roma children 1.32
Roma children have difficulties in understanding the language spoken at school 1.31
There were situations at school when Roma children were humiliated by teachers because of their ethnicity 1.19 * score over 2 -it is a problem; between 1 and 2, most probably a problem; 1 it is not considered a problem
It is interesting to see that although segregation is listed as an important structural cause of early school leaving, school mediators hardly identify interventions in this direction as necessary. To the other end of the spectrum, only a small share of school mediators consider that financial aid should be provided to Roma families, so that they reach a level of minimum income cross tabulation analysis between these two variables shows a significant association, Χ²(9, N=159)=39.47, p=.00. There is a chance of 44% for a school mediator to claim that both lack of resources and parents' interest in school are very important problems for Roma children. The Gama coefficient =.32 also showed a moderate positive association between these variables, significant at p=.00.
As already discussed when analysing the legislative context in the field of school mediation, the work of school mediators has been vaguely and inconsistently defined and implemented. This inconsistency is to be found in the work of school mediators as well, who perhaps see themselves left to deal with a wide range of local problems, while having no instruments and power within a local structure created to maintain the status quo of the privileged and 'meritorious' students.
However, it is equally important to stress that within our research school mediators have not mentioned any type of discriminatory practices or processes of inferiorization experienced by Roma students in schools. These findings contradict other studies highlighting that ethnic divisions in the school setting and discrimination are actually important aspects in Roma students and families' disengagement with school (Szalai, Messing and Nemenyi 2010; Szalai 2011; Vincze and Hossu 2014; Pop and Roth 2015) .
While one cannot assert that these two assumptions can coexist, these findings highlight that poverty remains central but it becomes more and more defined as personal responsibility as we get close to reproducing aspects of the public discourse and also to designing interventions. Following the idea of personal responsibility, the expectation is that a lower social status can be overcome by hard work and deservedness and the reproduction of social status occurs within an approach which blames the poor for being poor and thus reduces state's responsibility.
O3. Work satisfaction and collaboration with stakeholders and the Roma community
School mediators generally report high levels of work satisfaction, good relations with other school employees and contentment regarding their work experience. At the same time, they are more likely to be dissatisfied with their salary, work volume and career prospects. In order to comprehend these results, we have to keep in mind that for many years the profession of school mediator was not regulated and their duties and tasks are still unclear.
Furthermore, as seen above, the data shows that some school mediators perform other activities as well, and some of them are hardly related with their job description.
When it comes to their perception regarding the way they collaborate In the context of these results, it is crucial to acknowledge some characteristics of the survey that might have had an impact on the school mediators' answers to the questionnaire. As already stated above (see Sample and Method section) the data on which we report was collected through a mail survey. The school mediators' contact details were obtained via the regional school inspectors on Roma issues. Moreover, there were situations when school mediators received the questionnaire from the county school inspector or the school principal. Our understanding was that some school mediators viewed this task (filling in the questionnaire) as a work task and, therefore, their answers might have been biased. Therefore, the results regarding their job satisfaction and their opinion about the collaboration with some stakeholders must be looked at through critical lenses, taking into account the issue of social desirability.
Discussion
Our analysis shows that the work of school mediators is hardly regulated by articulated and coherent measures, starting with the legislative framework. Based on our data, we can see that the school mediator is often overburdened with a variety of tasks, since they are often employed to perform more than the role of a school mediator (e.g. Romani language
teacher, but also other administrative roles). Qualification as a school mediator is mostly the result of short term training within different projects, without a unitary designed training frame. The school mediators are often isolated in terms of the resources they can mobilize, and although they are able to identify the problems that need to be addressed, they can hardly engage in interventions. As a result, the school mediator assumes a type of public discourse with regard to Roma which highlights individual responsibility and merit as solutions to overcoming disadvantage. What is striking in terms of findings and raises questions with regard to the school mediator's role in the school setting is that they hardly focus on poverty, informal labour, segregation or inferiorization and discrimination in schools as important aspects to be addressed through state designed interventions. In contrast, the school mediators continue to identify as solutions actions which have proved their limits in preventing early school leaving, but which are actually within their control, as opposed to influencing local policies and allocation of funds, which might be out of their control. In other words, providing counselling and support to poor Roma families in order to understand the importance of education might improve school attainment to some extent, but it can hardly replace structural forms of privilege.
With regard to work satisfaction, school mediators are poorly trained and they deal with a difficult and high amount of work, but they report being highly satisfied with some aspects of their work. They are particularly satisfied with the relations with their colleagues in school, as well as with the relation with the Roma families assigned to their school. This might influence their own perception of the role they have within the education system, making them believe they are expected to build good relations and to prevent conflicts more than to become critically involved in questioning the failures of the already developed interventions. An interested finding is that although they report satisfaction with their work, an important share of the school mediators state they are searching for other type of employment (15%), or are currently performing other type of jobs.
Concluding remarks
Based on our theoretical framework, we have identified several routes through which the social exclusion approach has found its way into the school mediators' perception of the difficulties Roma minority ethnics face in increasing their educational attainment level. For example, pathologizing the Roma as taking part in various addictive behaviours (gambling, alcohol consumption, prostitution) is easier to translate into proposals for interventions than to actually pinpoint the fact that child labour or not having the necessary minimum resources is within the state's responsibility to be addressed as social protection measures. In the light of our Bourdieuian framework, some solutions proposed by school mediators (e.g. making child allowances conditional on school attendance) to encourage and support Roma children's participation in education can be seen as a form of gatekeeping, since according to recent studies (Vincze and Hossu 2014; Vincze and Pop 2016 ) these measures are another manner of blaming the Roma ethnics for being poor and keeping them in an inferior position. Furthermore, instead of using education as a channel for upward mobility, these coercive measures transform education in a tool used by the privileged to maintain or even exacerbate the inequalities among the already disadvantaged, in our case Roma children.
Our recommendations are first in the field of legislation and implementation of the legislation describing the work of the school mediators.
It is important to stress that creating the necessary professional setting for the school mediators to conduct their work is one of the first aspects to be clarified before formulating any other expectations regarding this work. In addition, at a macro level, the social inclusion approach to the Roma has long proven its limits and the focus should switch to identifying the structural roots and causes of ethnic inequalities, which should further inform policy measures, as well as individual and family-based interventions. Second, in terms of research, we consider that qualitative research is needed so as to understand the position of the school mediator in schools and in localities, as well as their work with Roma families and students. From a qualitative stance, our interest would be to describe the process through which the school mediator becomes assimilated or not in a context that is supportive towards the Roma. In this respect, are they accepted as relevant stakeholders? Where do they place themselves and where are they placed on the presumed 'us' and 'them' binary divide? How do all these aspects impact their work? Finally, as Moi (1991) puts it, the distribution and processes of social power can explain how inequalities can be reproduced through strategies which fit and reproduce the already existing social structures and barriers.
